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Reconciling Past and
Present, Religion and
Sexuality: W. H. Auden’s
Proto-Queer Theology
and the Queer Christian
Movement
Aaron Bisson

T

he 20th-century British poet W. H. Auden is an

interesting case when viewed through a queer lens
because his expansive career brims with homoerotic
(and equally homosexual) undertones. Given the
historic persecution of homosexuals and others
proclaimed “deviants” in his lifetime, it is not
surprising that Auden guarded himself by masking
sentiments regarding his sexuality below the surface
of his writing, though not so much that one could
not detect it if aware of the coded jargon of certain
queer communities (Bozorth 709). What Auden
has said regarding his sexuality—in both his poetry
and prose—varies over time, creating difficulties in
discerning a definitive, or perhaps “final” judgment of
himself in an ethical and moral sense. Critics widely
agree that Auden was conflicted and continued to be
so for most of his life, coinciding with his shifting
ideas of morality. When broken down into the
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heuristic “secular and sacred” view of Auden’s legacy
(i.e. the view that his poetry shifted from propaganda
to parable upon his emigration to the U.S.) one sees
that this conflict persists despite different criteria.
In his secular period, he suspected homosexuality
was caused by some global psychological disorder,
which people suffered universally and experienced in
different forms psychosomatically; when he moved
to America and “returned” to the Catholic faith of his
childhood, his concern with homosexuality as illness
diminished, though his focus now turned to its overtly
sexual nature as a potential affront to the sanctity of
marriage (Mendelson 365). Moreover, further research
is necessary in discerning the nature of Auden’s views
on his own sexuality as expressed in his writing—
especially with respect to how these views coincide
with his sense of religious faith.
Critics have, nonetheless, found much to
contend with in tracing Auden’s development of
thought regarding homosexuality, and there are
many analytical highpoints worth mentioning. There
is of course Edward Mendelson, Auden’s literary
executor, who has undoubtedly laid the foundation
for discussions of Auden and sexuality by way of his
critical biographies, Early Auden and Later Auden.
Other authors, chief among them Arthur Kirsch, have
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likened Auden’s doubts of his own “sexual morality”

relation of Auden’s sexuality and faith as a potential,

to doubts of faith, recognizing that the two may be

though perhaps unintentional, prototype for future

closely linked and may even inform one another.

generations of religious queer people.

Some have even devised definitive conclusions of

In conversation with Alan Ansen in 1947,

a sort; Stephen Schuler, for instance, argues that

Auden stated that “sexual fidelity is more important

Auden never reached a moral resolution—at least

in a homosexual relationship than in any other,”

one that qualified his sexuality within a Catholic

further elaborating that “in other relationships there

lifestyle—but he nonetheless went on embracing both

are a variety of ties. But here, fidelity is the only

without great cause for concern (this echoes another

bond.” This statement, which seemingly simplifies

of Kirsch’s arguments which states that frivolity, or

the dynamic components of a same-sex relationship

respectful mockery of serious business, was at the

down to a single stipulation, may imply something

heart of Auden’s views on his sexuality as well as

much more complex. On the one hand, it calls

his religion). Finally, authors like Susannah Young-

to mind other potential bonds—bonds which are

ah Gottlieb and Richard Bozorth have placed Auden

privileged to the majority, and work to strengthen and

amongst a centuries-long tradition of queer radicalism:

solidify romantic relationships, but were barred off

Gottlieb’s analysis highlights Auden’s simultaneous

to homosexuals at the time. Among these withheld

transgression of sexual and religious norms which

privileges was marriage—a ceremony that both the

deemed him as both deviant and ineligible to marry,

Catholic Church and federal government barred

while Bozorth uses the context of queer history

Auden from participating in, as both entities denied

to argue that many of Auden’s earlier poems are

legal recognition of homosexual marriage during

not only protests against fascist politics, but also

his lifetime. Thus, Auden’s emphasis on his own

heteronormative oppression. These contributions,

fidelity is rather poignant, as on one hand it may act

relying heavily on infusing Auden’s personal life into

as a stand-in for the consecration (and validation)

his poetry, have shifted the paradigms by which these

he yearned for. Auden’s emphasis on sexual fidelity

themes are compared and discussed. Nevertheless,

suggests, then, that it is the only tie that can sustain

none of these works have given critical attention to the

homosexual relationships because it is self-regulated,
39

and self-regulation is the only option in a social

each at a more fundamental level. Auden’s career,

environment that views queerness as anything but

then, documents an unmistakably candid account

“natural.” This conclusion, however, is also fraught

of the twentieth-century struggle between the

with difficulties; six years prior to these claims, Auden

cultures (for lack of a better word) of sexuality and

learned that his partner, Chester Kallman, had broken

religion, which are largely the result of norms set by

their bond of fidelity after two years of monogamy.

overarching hegemonies. This essay will examine a

Their “marriage” (which Auden regarded in a very

critical moment in this account via Auden’s poetic

literal sense) came to a sudden halt, causing Auden

rhetoric between 1939 and 1941; this is the period

to fall into ephemeral despondency. Reconciling this

in which Auden and Kallman were “married,” and

with his concern for fidelity, however, Auden implied

what emerges is a bold transgression of religious

in that same conversation with Ansen that there is

homophobia which legitimizes same-sex marriage

hope in alleviating such toxicity if both partners hold

and, as a result, renders Auden’s work as that of a

themselves to consistent standards, in the face of

proto-queer theologian. As with many of the seminal

oppressive barriers that seek to weaken homosexual

works on Auden, this analysis assumes critical links

bonds (and arguably manifested these toxic norms

between Auden’s literature and lived experiences

in the first place). Such public statements and

as laid out via autobiographical and biographical

developments are but a microcosm of Auden’s lifelong

material.

interest in the relationship between his homosexuality

Auden’s contemplations were far ahead of his

and his Catholic faith—particularly with respect to

time, sharing great resemblance with contemporary

marriage, which he viewed as a potential meeting

queer-religious movements of the twenty-first century,

ground for the two.

which can be understood collectively as a sort of

By accounting for Auden’s possible views

“queer Christianity”—a term which I use to represent

on homosexuality and Catholicism, in both their

the various experiences of a diverse set of LGBTQI+

relatedness and extraneity as well as their potential to

individuals who, like Auden, felt at one point

be reconsidered and redefined by Auden throughout

compelled to justify their gender or sexual orientation

his career, we can approach an understanding of

with respect to their faith. Despite almost a century

40
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distancing them from one another, there appear to be

upon some of the most fundamental Biblical lessons—

certain ideological pillars that persist through time and

to “love thy neighbor” unconditionally, and that Jesus

form the basis of their public rhetoric: these include

would always be on the side of the oppressed. It is this

1) selfless love, which fosters 2) genuine community,

same love that queer Christians believe fosters genuine

and 3) rejection of traditional narratives in favor of

community, by aiding in the destruction of barriers

4) queered perspectives. Herein, I will explain briefly

that seek to divide and oppress. Cheng continues in

each pillar, their function, and how they fit into a

his review: “Through this love, all boundaries […]

larger narrative of queer religious legitimization.

are dissolved” (46), arguing that this love is not only

With the advocacy of queer Christians in mind,
a queer understanding of God’s Love is closest to
the phrase “agape”—an Ancient Greek word which

a source of healing—it can also be weaponized for
greater good.
Rejecting the biblical literalism of

represents “the highest form of love,” a love that

fundamentalist Christian groups, queer Christians

is selfless, unconditional, inclusive, and by result,

embrace the contradictory nature of the Bible as

radical. In a review of “Radical Love: An Introduction

further evidence of their beliefs. Deborah Jian Lee,

to Queer Theology,” Patrick Cheng states that “the

author of “Rescuing Jesus,” argues that biblical

real enterprise for queer theology is challenging

literalism is inherently selective and inconsistent,

binary distinctions, [which] is made possible

used to “construct strict delineations between right

(indeed demanded) by the radical love espoused by

and wrong—careful, of course, to place [those who

Christianity” (46). In the same vein, Father James

employ it] on the right side” (71)—a recognition that

Martin, a Jesuit priest, proclaimed in 2018 that LGBT

only solidifies queer Christian faith. As Brian Murphy,

people “are loved by God. […] Knowing them in the

co-host of Queer Theology Podcast, describes, “the

complexity of their lives, celebrating with them when

authors [of the Bible] were struggling to make sense

life is sweet … loving them like Jesus loved people

of themselves, the world around them, and their

on the margins, which is extravagantly” (Falsani

relationship to something bigger than themselves…

par. 12). These assertions are not grounded upon

That doesn’t make the Bible less true, it makes it more

reinterpretations of Scripture; at their core, they rely

true” (Murphy). It is a similar struggle that queer
41

people often face, often times in the earliest stages

fathers (God and his adoptive dad, Joseph),” but also

of self-discovery and acceptance, and it is perhaps

how “Mary gave birth [to him] without having sex

for this reason that queer Christians are able to see

with a man” (Kuruvilla). Without simple explanation,

themselves so clearly within the Bible.

these phenomena contradict the beliefs we have

“Queering” Biblical narratives only strengthens constructed about ourselves and the world around us.
these associations further. It is important to note that

One could make the argument that these passages are

this does not entail altering these narratives by any

not meant to be taken literally, but to do so would be

means—rather, it is a tactic taken from the Bible

to simultaneously reject literal readings of the Bible

itself. The Reverend Elizabeth Edman, highlighting

altogether. Ultimately, what queer Christianity does

a key point in her book, Queer Virtue, argues that

is provide another avenue of interpretation, making

“Christianity persistently calls the followers of Jesus

distinctive claims just like those between other

to rupture, or queer, false binaries that pit people

Christian denominations.

against each other” (Edman). She uses the word

It is these core values and assumptions

“queer” in verb form to describe the act of debunking

that provide the foundation for the queer Christian

norms we often take for granted; in the case of queer

movement and harken back to Auden’s poetry of the

Christians, this involves queering religious texts to

late 30s and early 40s, which demonstrate these same

reveal false dividing lines—lines that are not limited

values thematically. With his emphasis on marriage

to sexuality and gender. The story of Jesus himself,

and interspousal affairs, topics of selfless love are

for instance, could be called queer in the ways he

widespread throughout Auden’s work. Many of his

defies our expectations of reality. In his think piece,

poems suggest that to acquire the ability to love

“Rethinking the Western Body,” Gerard Loughlin

selflessly is not an easy task. In his 1939 poem, “The

recalls how “Christ’s body is transfigured, resurrected,

Prophets,” his speaker describes a lifelong search

ascended, [and] consumed. Born a male, he yet gives

for “the Good Place.” As a child, Auden felt an

birth to the church; dead, he yet returns to life; flesh,

unspoken admiration for derelict machinery—things

he becomes food” (9). Kittredge Cherry, a retired

like abandoned mines and derailed trains—which

lesbian pastor, points out how Jesus not only “had two

his speaker reflects: “[they] taught me gradually
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without coercion, / And all the landscape round them

both give and receive at thirty-two. He had learned

pointed to / The calm with which they took complete

as a child that the desolate and abandoned were not

/ desertion / As proof that you existed” (Collected

excluded from love” (379). What Auden hints at in

Poems 203)—the “you” most likely alluding to

“The Prophets,” then, may be a love that not only

Chester Kallman. The prolonged nature of this

resists self-interest and vanity, but also extends to that

learning, coupled with its resistance to “coercion,”

which is often most neglected. Indeed, Auden makes

suggests that the acquisition of this love is not by

similar references to these early experiences in prose,

force, nor does it merely fall into one’s hands—it must

citing the Bible for support: “‘Thou shalt love the

be sought out, practiced, and eventually mastered

neighbor as thyself.’ Again Jesus bases love on the

with necessary patience. The speaker goes on to say,

most basic primitive instinct of all, self-preservation.

“now I have the answer from the face / That never

[…] At the last supper, [Jesus] took eating, […]

will go back into a book / […] And there is no such

the only thing that…all living creatures must do,

thing as a vain look” (203). Here, readers are given

irrespective of species, sex, race, or belief—and made

their first insight into this love in operative form. In

it the symbol of universal love” (Mendelson 386).

looking at their newfound love, the self-interest the

Moreover, it appears that Auden is arguing that a true

speaker feels towards previous lovers—which could

Christian love calls on others to extend compassion

be characterized as sexual desire, or momentary

as if it were any other basic human need. In doing

company—is entirely absent. Rather than considering

so, he effectively calls for an equal form of love that

how they may stand to benefit from their lover’s

disregards one’s individual characteristics.

presence, they think conversely of how their lover
may be accommodated.
Auden’s own discovery of selfless love had

In June of 1939, Auden would make further
reference to the capabilities of selfless love, not
only in the way it is personally transformative but

been a lifelong journey, and in its earliest stages this

also in the way it is publicly didactic. His poem,

journey was not a deliberate effort. In his critical

fittingly titled “The Riddle,” depicts a world in

biography, Edward Mendelson states that “[Auden’s]

need of reconnection: “Bordering our middle earth /

childhood love was […] prophetic of the love he could

Kingdoms of the Short and Tall, Rivals for our faith,
43

[…] While the tiny with their power / to divide and

existence is enough, / That in savage solitude […] /

hide and flee, / When our fortunes fall, / Tempt to

Every living creature is / Woman, Man, and Child”

a belief in our / Immortality” (CP 205). The “tiny”

(205). We see Auden’s sentiments regarding Jesus’

figures mentioned here appear to pull the very strings

love echoed here, in the way that all creatures are

which are responsible for the various forms of

indisputably human and deserve compassion despite

division described; in that these figures are offset by

being classified as different from one another. To

their supposedly grandiose “power,” one can assume

recognize this is to counteract that “savage solitude”

that this power is in fact a façade, sustained by said

the speaker describes, the likes of which are caused by

division and refuge. On the other hand, to deceive

the duplicitous, “tiny” figures that evoke excess pride

others into “believing in immortality” may speak to

in others.

the ways in which those with power foster pride in

Almost a year later, Auden seems to synthesize

their subjects as a way of maintaining fealty, while

his contemplations on selfless love—its difficulty

diverting real truths. These diverted truths, while

to acquire and maintain as well as its inherent

not given explicit detail, are evidently important to

didacticism; “In Sickness and in Health,” written

the speaker, as in the following stanza they remark,

sometime in the Fall of 1940, ponders this love as

“Lovers running each to each / Feel such timid dreams

a means of assuaging worldwide fears. The poem

catch fire / Blazing as they touch, / Learn what love

foretells a worldly conflict like that of “The Riddle”:

alone can teach […] ‘…we must see / In another’s

the speaker opens in the first stanza that “now, more

lineaments / Gratified desire’; / That is our humanity;

than ever, we distinctly hear / The dreadful shuffle

/ Nothing else contents” (205). Here, love becomes

of a murderous year / And all our senses roaring as

revelatory, a way of fulfilling some unspoken desire.

the Black / Dog leaps upon the individual back” (CP

While this desire is at first characterized as sexual—

247). Parallels can certainly be drawn with real-world

what with “blazing” physical contact and a hyper-

catastrophes like World War II. Images of dogs leaping

focus on facial details—readers come to understand

on backs feel close to subterfuge, as individuals—on

that this satisfaction runs far deeper. The poem

the basis of their being “different”—are targeted and

concludes, “‘All our knowledge comes to this, / That

promptly disappear. As readers are presented with
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this systematic terror, the speaker offers up a potential

quite possible that these fears largely pertained to the

solution to this chaos, though with reluctance: “Let

discovery of his sexuality, given the ever-increasing

none say I Love until aware / What huge resources it

persecution of homosexuals in the early 1940s. Yet,

will take to nurse / One ruining speck, one tiny hair

perhaps buttressed by his real-life “marriage,” Auden’s

/ That casts a shadow through the universe: / We are

speaker concludes that they must swallow these

the deaf […] / […] a crowd / Of poaching hands and

fears in the face of danger, else the “Black Dog” will

mouths who out of fear / Have learned a safer life

continue its carnage. The apotheosis of this need is

than we can bear” (247). The capitalization of the

evident in the concluding lines of “Leap Before You

“L” in love suggests that this is no ordinary love but

Look,” written in December of 1940: “A solitude ten

love in its “highest form.” The speaker suggests that,

thousand fathoms deep / Sustains the bed on which we

entrenched in a deep sense of false safety, to “Love”

lie, my dear: / Although I love you, you will have to

and teach “Love” will be a long undertaking, just as

leap; / Our dream of safety has to disappear” (CP 244),

it was for Auden to learn on his own. Yet in doing

suggesting that time is of the essence, and time is now.

so, the fortifications of this “safety”—built upon

A key component in Auden’s “selfless love” is

isolation, concealment, cynicism, and mostly notably,

understanding its intended outcome: community, or

fear—may be undone, in turning opening avenues for

the willful grouping of all people to mutually benefit

connection, compassion, and understanding.  

and care for one another. Auden’s speaker states in

For Auden, such trials were entirely personal;

“New Year Letter” of 1940, “Our best protection is

the selections of poetry thus far illustrate his

that we / In fact live in eternity […] / […] The intellect

conceptualization and potential execution of “faith”

/ That parts the Cause from the Effect / And thinks

in the form of love: to be able to reconcile his life

in terms of Time and Space / Commits a legalistic

experiences and make meaningful use of them, in

crime, / For such an unreal severance / Must falsify

order to change others’ lives for the better (Kirsch xii).

experience” (CP 169-70). Quite boldly, this poem

These experiences instilled fears that, according to

poses that real community cannot be achieved by

him, prevented this faith from being actualized. Taking

embracing only the living. Nevertheless, the point

Richard Bozorth’s critical lens into account, it is

here seems not to suggest solely that humanity must
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literally connect as one, as both living and dead, but to

may achieve this community in 1939, Auden’s

contest the need for social divisions and distinctions

“Like a Vocation” reads as both a warning against

altogether.  One example of this seen here—“Cause”

premature change and a reexamination of human

and “Effect”—feels keenly reminiscent of Auden’s

civilization. The speaker begins with an account of

conceptualizations of “selfless love,” and what it

Napoleon’s conquest of Europe: “Not as that dream

requires of a person. To accept Cause and Effect

Napoleon, […] / Before whose riding all the crowd’s

in all its forms would be antithetical to selfishness,

divide, / […] those who always will be welcome, /

as in doing so one must also accept accountability

As luck or history or fun, / Do not enter like that: all

for oneself and the effect one has on those around

these depart” (CP 203). It is no coincidence that the

one. Thus, the actions of isolated communities still

speaker juxtaposes the crowd’s dividing and departing

infringe upon those outside that community, despite

against Napoleon’s forceful unification. The poem

supposedly being separated. In this vein humanity

suggests that the forced nature of Napoleon’s escapade

is technically connected, albeit disparately; thus,

accomplishes nothing of human value; it is, in a

the effect these disparate communities have on

sense, a “coercion” that counters the gentle guidance

one another, because they lack a universal, selfless

described in “The Prophets.” The speaker goes on

servitude that extends beyond the borders of the

to describe “better” communities that have emerged

group, is only detrimental. Passages later in “New

over the course of time, however, they too have

Year Letter,” Auden’s speaker asserts this same claim:

fallen short of prosperity: “politeness and freedom

“His love is not determined by / A personal or tribal tie

are never enough, / Not for a life. They lead / Up to a

/ Or colour, neighbourhood, or creed / But universal,

bed that only looks like marriage; / […] These have

mutual need” (CP 175). Perhaps drawing from the

their moderate success; / They exist in the vanishing

reciprocity he has learned from his marriage, Auden

hour” (204). It is interesting that the image of such

implies that “genuine community” requires one to

societies resembles something democratic, rather

think universally, with the intent of fulfilling basic

than authoritarian. In acknowledging this society’s

needs for all.

“moderate success,” there is a sense of improvement

Contemplating the methods by which humanity without completion. What emerges from the speaker’s
46
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point of view are successive, failed attempts at what

are also instances in which his speaker expresses

he calls “marriage,” which evidently goes hand-in-

needs which feel intimate and local; one of these

hand with authentic, gratifying connection between

includes a need to be part of a larger community, or

people on a larger scale. In the final stanza, the speaker to be fundamentally accepted like others. “They,”
homes in on an interesting pair who have successfully

published in April of 1939, speaks to this need in a

discovered love in its highest form. Auden draws from

tone of heightened anxiety: “Where do they come

the Bible here: “The one who needs you, […] / […]

from? Those whom we so much dread, as on our

knows he has to be the future and that only / The meek

dearest location falls the chill / of their crooked wing

inherit the earth, and is neither / Charming, successful,

and endangers / the melting friend, the aqueduct, the

nor a crowd; / […] His weeping climbs towards your

flower” (201). Here, “crookedness” is likely a double

life like a vocation” (CP 204). Auden’s sentiments

entendre, at once referring to the unjust actions of

in prose come to mind here, in declaring that “the

the “they” of the subject, but also the “crookedness”

first criterion of success in any human activity […]

of homosexuality (Bozorth 712). What is also

is intensity of attention or less pompously, love”

notable are the plural subjects of “they” and “we;”

(Mendelson 364). That same “intensity of attention”

if “we” is read as a collective of people the basis of

can be felt in the vocation the speaker describes,

their same-sex attraction, the rest of the poem takes

which supposedly drives the person in subject towards

an interesting turn. The speaker continues: “We

a higher purpose, first by caring for his partner

expected the beautiful or the wise, / ready to see a

selflessly and, eventually, others. This may be where

charm in our childish fibs, / pleased to find nothing

Auden’s own theology began: from a selflessness

but stones, and / able at once to create a garden”

garnered in loving one’s partner, which one gradually

(CP 202). There is a hope for acceptance here based

extends to even the most remote strangers, as a means

on aesthetic, or perhaps artistic appeal. The Harlem

of creating a world that has yet to be seen in history.  

Renaissance of the 1920s saw an influx of rich,

While Auden often writes from the perspective

white Americans becoming patrons to black art and

of an omniscient observer, surveying the world in

expression as a show of taste; the only difference here

breadth in passages like the ones listed above, there

would be that this art would stem from homosexual
47

communities, and these patrons could effectively

the essence of this forgiveness appears to be the

“create a garden”—or perhaps more appropriately, a

same: to be treated with the highest form of love, to

spectacle—of their plight and suffering. Yet if such a

be integrated into the larger community as an equal

spectacle were to be made from patronage, the sheer

member rather than a form of entertainment, and to be

act of giving the “we” group attention would likely do

rid of distinctions that bind them to their otherness.

little to remedy the otherizing of these individuals, nor

Auden often contends with tradition and

would they truly bridge the divide that makes “they”

traditional narrative in this marital period, often

and “we” distinctions necessary to begin with. The

imagining oppressive barriers that are rather abundant,

poem culminates with a cry for help: “Our tears well

though usually invisible. One example he points to

from a love / we have never outgrown; our armies

is “the law” as it is legally and culturally defined. In

predict / more than we hope; even our armies / have to

“Law Like Love,” Auden’s speaker depicts the law

express our need for forgiveness” (202). The meaning

as actions and behaviors that are deemed acceptable

of outgrowing love is rather ambiguous at first, yet

within given spaces, and by extension, who determines

if we are to account for the intentional use of sexual

those actions and behaviors. Assuming the role of

coding in this piece, one may recall that same-sex

a priest and a judge, the speaker states, “Law is the

attraction is often disregarded in youth as something

words in my priestly book / Law is my pulpit and my

that is “grown out of” over time. This is clearly not

steeple / Law, says the judge […] Speaking clearly

the case for this group of individuals who, rather

and most severely, / […] Law is the Law” (CP 208).

than let themselves feel forsaken by their unchanging

The speaker’s authoritative tone, along with his rigid

sexuality, appeal instead to be forgiven. It makes

belief set, suggests a problem of hierarchy. Imagery

logical sense that this plea is invoking social change,

of sanctimony—the priest talking down to people

primarily in the form of sexual tolerance—but even

in pews, the judge glaring at the defendant from the

more so, this appears to be a religious appeal: to be

bench—hints first that law itself is in some part to

offered “forgiveness” in the form of membership and,

blame for barriers in place; but even more so, it is the

with respect to Auden, to be given legitimate sanctions

people who arbitrate these laws and interpret their

to marry his partner. Regardless of interpretations,

meaning for others that revitalizes them. Indeed, the

48
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speaker follows with, “If therefore thinking it absurd

susceptible to attack: “sown in little clumps about the

/ To identify Law with some other word, / […] No

world, / The just, the faithful and the uncondemned

more than they can we suppress / The universal

/ Broke out spontaneously all over time, / Setting

wish to guess / Or slip out of our own position / Into

against the random facts of death / A ground and

an unconcerned condition” (CP 209). Auden once

possibility of order, / Against defeat the certainty of

again returns to a vision of genuine community

love” (CP 239). We see in the speaker’s recounting

or, as described here, a state in which one may rid

an ultimate return to justice, characterized by love’s

themselves of their distinctions and status—their

apparent triumph over vanity. It is no coincidence

“position”—and live without concern or fear. This

that this brief account operates in a similar way to

statement concludes, then, that authoritative law has

Auden’s method of achieving genuine community—

ignored the needs of all, in favor of some, preventing

in other words, by spreading a selfless love that

a unified community that could better fulfill those

trumps conceit and eradicates societal divides. This

“universal wishes”—in other words, to have needs

historical anecdote of “The Fall of Rome” remains a

met, to feel a true sense of purpose, and to be accepted

widely recognized portent in Western culture today,

equally and unconditionally.

and this was no exception in the decades preceding

In “Kairos and Logos,” written in early 1941,

and including World War II; and yet, the poet was

Auden gestures towards another critical barrier that is

clearly ahead of his time in drawing stark parallels to

often overlooked: that which results from traditional

the perils of 20th-century Western society. The final

accounts of Ancient Roman history. The poem begins

section poses: “What kingdom can be reached by

with subtle foreshadowing of this empire’s fall from

the occasions / That climb the ladders of our lives?”

glory: “Around them boomed the rhetoric of time,

and then follows, “We are imprisoned in unbounded

[…] / Where conscience worshipped an aesthetic

spaces, / Defined by an indefinite confusion” (CP 241).

order / […] at the centre of its vast self-love, / Sat

Up to this point, it has not been entirely clear where,

Caesar with his pleasures, dreading death” (CP 238).

when, and from whose perspective this narration is

The emphasis on arrogant self-obsession here results

taking place. It is only now that the speaker includes

in a fixation on locality, which renders the empire

himself amongst a collective other, relegating his
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own omniscience. The phrase “unbounded space”

rules he laid out for himself. As Mendelson puts it,

alludes to the freedom described two years earlier in

“Marriage…was an ethical and symbolic relation,

“Like a Vocation,” a freedom which is insufficient

not a legal and economic one, and was indifferent

by way of its unconscious intent, or “confusion.”

to the sexuality of the persons joined by it” (377).

Despite the passing of time and the constant change

In “In Sickness and in Health,” his regard of his

that accompanies it, the speaker sees no positive shift

marital vows as an “arbitrary circle” (which I will

and, if anything, witnesses a reversal of sorts—yet

discuss in more detail later) is not to suggest that

hope persists: “The nymphs and oracles have fled

Auden felt delegitimized in lacking legal sanctions to

away. / And cold and absence echo on our lives […]

marry. Rather, it is to debunk the notion that powers

/ Reproach, though, is a blessing, proof that silence

in place hold jurisdiction over a person’s love; as

/ And condemnation presuppose our lives: / We are

Gottlieb argues, Auden believed “it is up to everyone

not lost but only run away” (241). Rather than brood

and anyone to create the circle, without reliance on

on society’s present failure, the speaker praises

commanding authorities or superior models […]

humanity’s inherent saving grace: the very act of

Everyone is thus enjoined to marry in his or her

recognizing grievances, as well as inaction, means that

manner, to his or her liking; and no agent—whether

these things can be remedied “now” more than ever,

religious, legal, or even aesthetic—is invested with

as the title suggests. Recognition is only the first step,

the power to punctuate the present by pronouncing

however, and it is only through conscious choice that

a marriage valid ‘now’” (38). Returning once again

previous trends can be broken away from.

to “Law Like Love,” the conditions of the “universal

Auden’s impetus for challenging the division

wish” are laid just before the speaker professes this

before him, while certainly developed in his

wish to their loved one: “If we, dear, know we know

supposedly “secular” period of the 1930s, came to

no more / Than they about the Law, / If I no more

full fruition upon marrying Chester Kallman. While

than you / Know what we should and should not

he was denied legal sanctions to marry Kallman,

do / Except that all agree […] / That the Law is…”

his imaginary marriage nonetheless transgressed

(CP 209). In the same breath, the speaker embraces

hetero-religious norms in how seriously he took the

humility (by recognizing his ordinariness and his
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“sameness” to others), acknowledges the existence of

the lovers’ supposed misjudgments and egotism are

“Law” alongside everyone else, and finally accepts the

rendered meaningless, and God is likened to the

universal need that must be fulfilled.

capital-A-“Absurd.” He proceeds, “Rejoice, dear love,

Finally, readers witness Auden queer the

in Love’s peremptory word; / All chance, all love, all

figure of the Divine throughout this period, and it is in

logic, you and I, / Exist by grace of the Absurd” (248).

these moments that he is boldest in his reconciliatory

The insouciant nature of this passage is not to suggest

efforts. “In Sickness and in Health” is once again

genuine indifference towards their own actions, nor

noteworthy; following their mantra on the difficulties

should “the Absurd” be considered an affront to

of achieving selfless love and genuine community

religion. Instead, Love’s unwavering authority—the

(see pg. 11, second quote) Auden’s speaker follows,

“peremptory word”—trumps all other dissenting

“We are the deaf immured within a loud / And

voices, even the speaker’s own. They recognize that

foreign language of revolt […] / who out of fear /

their love is both genuine and rare, and—given the

Have learned a safer life than we can bear” (CP 247).

countless forces in place to try and stop it—should not

As the speaker puts it, to declare love and to truly

exist. That is what transfigures this Love, and the God

mean it is an extremely difficult undertaking, yet, if

who bestowed it upon them, Absurd. Thus, Auden’s

undergone, this declaration has the potential to heal

speaker seeks to savor this gift, in all its unlikeliness

suffering. This love can effectively awaken others

and by any means possible.

and assuage their long-built fear, disguised as safety.

The use of capitalization to denote matters

He then directs his attention towards a lover shortly

of higher order are not limited to “In Sickness and

after in a sobering derision: “Beloved, we are always

in Health.” In fact, Auden makes frequent use of

in the wrong, / Handling so clumsily our stupid lives,

this tactic in an apparent effort to further develop

/ […] Too careful even in our selfish loves” (CP

his eclectic image of the Divine. In “Heavy Date,”

248). This derogatory tone is keenly reminiscent of

expressing once again his childhood admiration for

Auden’s earlier works, which often expresses a sense

industrial machinery, he surmises that “Love requires

of shame regarding his romantic behaviors. A sudden

an Object, / But this varies so much, / Almost, I

shift, however, takes place in the next line, where

imagine, / Anything will do” (CP 207). While Auden
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discovered his own “Love” through the material, he

image of religious inspiration and practice, this poem

is quick to clarify that the “Object” others may find is

petitions not only for acceptance, perhaps based on

not limited to the physical or the inanimate. Instead,

sexuality, but also for the normalizing of faith in its

this Object is simply a means by which one discerns

infinite forms—an act which is selfless in its own

their ability to love to the highest degree and begins

right.

to develop that ability. And yet, this Object may also

Like the Objects in “Heavy Date,” Auden’s

exist not only as a means of discovery, but also as a

“The Maze” of 1940 also pertains to teleology, this

means of maintenance. If Love, and the conscious

time surveying numerous concepts through which the

practice of Love, is part of Auden’s visualized faith,

“Anthropos apteros”—or “wingless man”—attempts

then one may use their Object to reify their Love,

to navigate the maze in which they live. He attempts

thus strengthening their sense of religious purpose.

to end his predicament through a “classicist” lens at

The common forms of this reification through Object

first—routes which include, but are not limited to

are familiar to most, whether it be through prayer,

Metaphysics, Mathematics, History, Aesthetics, and

community, meditation, charity, et cetera; to Auden

Art (the capitalizations of which are Auden’s own).

though, these methods—while certainly valid on their

Finding no real escape through these worldviews, they

own—seem not to represent the singular, “correct”

then consider the approach of “the introvert,” who

way of going about this process. One stanza prior, his

casts off such visions under the premise that “Man

speaker makes this sentiment quite clear: “Slowly we

creates his own condition” (CP 237) and as a result

are learning […] / That we have to unlearn / Much

creates the maze before him. The Anthropos apteros

that we were taught, / And are growing chary / Of

remains at a loss for what to do at the conclusion of

emphatic dogmas” (207). Similar to that gradual

the poem, yet it is significant that their final thoughts

attainment of selfless love, the speaker expresses

on the matter are that “‘[their] knowledge ends

a gradual “unattainment,” or their unlearning of

where it began’” (237). These sentiments echo those

confining social conventions, which appears to be

of Auden’s earlier poem “Law Like Love,” where

what enabled them to conceptualize an inclusive

his speaker “know[s] no more / Than they” yet is

Object in the first place. In queering this traditional

nonetheless compelled to create a system of Law that
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satisfies the universal wish for “unconcern.” Thus,

marriage—existing “by Grace of the Absurd” (CP

while “The Maze” seems at first to suggest the futility

248), a testament to their supposed clumsiness and

of searching for solutions, the capitalization of those

stupidity—emphasizes illogicality, haphazardness,

potential solutions suggests they have some purpose.

and most clearly, frivolity. Yet this strange state of

One way they could be viewed are as different

living, in all its lack of seriousness, is at the same time

routes of this maze, and while they may not provide

extremely serious to Auden. As Arthur Kirsch argues,

a way out—if there even is one, besides inevitable

Auden concluded early in his life that “frivolity […]

mortality—they are nonetheless connected by default.

precisely because it is aware of what is serious [and]

Down any avenue, perhaps in its most unfamiliar

refuses to take seriously that which is not serious, can

forms, a piece of the Divine can be found, and this

be profound” (170). Auden’s willingness to assume an

piece can be used as a bridge to the Love Auden has

unorthodox marriage, in the sense that it is rejected by

found in his own life.

“the State,” requires him to simultaneously accept that

To return once again to Auden’s

his marriage is trivialized and render that trivialization

conceptualization of “the Absurd,” one could say that

meaningless, by minimizing it himself. We see, then,

absurdity characterizes all the teleological concepts

a reversal in orchestrating absurdity in his poetry:

listed above. Given that the Anthropos apteros fails

to queer his own sense of Christianity, then, is a

to find a concrete solution, or escape, through any

tactic of self-acceptance and self-preservation, and a

of them, and fails to find a solution altogether, the

connection to that which is not fully understood.

Absurd—as it stands as a universal truth—feels rather

The rhetorical similarities between Auden’s

unsatisfactory as it stands as an “answer” to life. It

20th-century poetry and 21st-century queer Christian

functions in the sense that the inherently absurd nature

advocacy are utterly striking. We see in both an

of the physical world justifies certain things which are

affinity towards “agape,” a selfless love that is not

wrongly deemed immoral—for example, “deviant”

simply love for another, but for all others. Likewise,

sexuality. Yet there remains a sense that to digest an

there is utility in this love which holds the potential to

absurd worldview would be to accept an absence of

bring people together in all their diversity, breaking

teleology. The way Auden’s speaker reflects on their

down walls and narratives that fragment and weaken.
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And in embracing the peculiar nature of Jesus Christ

Auden, W. H. “Heavy Date.” Collected Poems. Edited

and the Divine, and the periodic lack of explanation

by Edward Mendelson. 1st ed, Random House Inc.,

in traditional Christian narratives, we see how both

1976, pp. 205-08.

parties are drawn closer to religion rather than pushed
out. While many Christian denominations in the

Auden, W. H. “In Sickness and In Health.” Collected

West have taken steps to be more inclusive towards

Poems. Edited by Edward Mendelson. 1st ed, Random

LGBTQI+ people, many queer Christians still find

House Inc., 1976, pp. 247-49.

themselves on the outskirts, amidst a religious climate
that remains divisive on the topic of their acceptance.

Auden, W. H. “Kairos and Logos.” Collected Poems.

Accounts like Auden’s denote a history of unique

Edited by Edward Mendelson. 1st ed, Random House

queer perspectives on Scripture that may instill a

Inc., 1976, pp. 238.

deeper sense of pride in these movements. Auden’s
story provides further evidence that pro-LGBTQ+

Auden, W. H. “Law Like Love.” Collected Poems.

shifts in Christian communities are not disconnected

Edited by Edward Mendelson. 1st ed, Random House

from the past. Instead, the literature he left behind

Inc., 1976, pp. 208-09.

may be a starting place in a wider search for queer
Christian histories, the likes of which, if found, have

Auden, W. H. “Leap Before You Look.” Collected

been overlooked for far too long.

Poems. Edited by Edward Mendelson. 1st ed, Random
House Inc., 1976, pp. 244.

Auden, W. H. “Like a Vocation.” Collected Poems.
Edited by Edward Mendelson. 1st ed,
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